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Advent is a spiritual season---a time to wait, to anticipate, to long for the gift that will bring us the peace, hope, joy and love that we need and our world needs.
 
But there is a danger in this season.  Lights and glitter can lead us to over-sentimentalize the season.  The Bible doesn’t get into this sentimental stuff.  The Bible is very clear about the situation at the time of Jesus’ birth---a time which resonates with much that is happening today.  Jesus was coming into the world at a time when the country was occupied by a foreign power.  The poor were being pushed to the margins by a rich and powerful empire.  Jesus himself was born on the margins---poor, born in a feedbox in a shelter for a homeless holy family.  
 
We may try to sentimentalize this story; but it was an event filled with rough realism, an event that has stirred faith and courage for centuries.  And it continues to stir our faith and courage—if we are open and ready.
 
The story starts with a wild man, John the Baptist, storming into the wilderness, shouting “Repent!  Prepare the way of the Lord. Come and be baptized.  Get ready for the One who is coming after me. I am not worthy to carry his sandals.”
 
John was, as we say today, “in your face.”  He was an uncivilized wild man---a messenger, yelling for us to wake up, turn around, change your life.  Don’t miss the new thing God is doing.  One writer has said, “He was the messenger, and the message lit him up like a bonfire in the wilderness.” (Barbara Brown Taylor, Home by Another Way, p. 13)  John was a wild-eyed street preacher that we’d rather avoid.  But his message was clear and compelling:  Hope is on the way.  Your job is to get ready!
 
Get ready, but how?  Prepare the way, but how?  You get ready by emptying yourself of whatever it is that blocks you from God.  Clear the underbrush.  Remove the clutter.  Get rid of the obstacles that block you from God’s grace and goodness.
 
In Advent we need to empty ourselves; but often we are full of ourselves!
We’re often filled with opinions, judgments, angers, hurts, and stress.  It’s as if we’ve got signs on our hearts saying, “No room here.”  But wild man John jolts us into realizing that we need to get all that stuff washed off.  We need a baptism that washes off the anxiety, driven-ness, arrogance, and fear that clings and stifles and blocks us from God.
 
What does Advent offer us?  A time to get ready, to soften our hearts, to open ourselves to receive the gift, to take in the goodness and grace.  For God is on the move, showing up with a human face, giving dignity to all of us, rich and poor.
 
This Advent, how do we prepare the way for this gift?  How do we get ready?  We need to clear a space for God; we need to empty ourselves, make ourselves disposed to God, available to God, open to God.  
 
How do we do that?  Some years ago about this time of year, our family had endured a traumatic house fire.  Many of you came to help us in that difficult time.  In one year we moved four times, first living with neighbors, then in an apartment, and finally to a house.  It was a time of uncertainty and stress.  During that ordeal I was visiting one day with Sister Evelyn Mattern, a long-time friend, and I asked her, “How can I keep my balance?  How can I keep my spiritual center open when I’m dealing with so much stress and distress?”  She turned to me and said one word, “Breathe.”
 
It was a disarming response.  She was telling me that when we breathe deeply, we have the opportunity to remember that God gives us breath.  The word “breath” in both Hebrew and Greek is the same word as “spirit.”  God breathes into us the breath of life, the spirit of life.  Focus on breathing brings us back to the present moment, back to the gift of life, back to God.
 
When John the Baptist is in our face, screaming for us to change our ways, I submit that taking a deep, cleansing breath is a useful response.  It might even lead to breathing meditation.  It might even lead us toward a life-giving spiritual practice that helps us “prepare the way” in Advent.  Scripture, prayer, singing and worship need to be part of our lives too.  But over-stressed people need to breathe.
 
When we breathe deeply, we invite God to meet us in the silence.  We prepare the way.  We invite God to breathe in us and through us.  We invite God to come and fill us with peace and hope.  
 
As we breathe, we might sing the simple Taize chant:  Come and fill our hearts with your peace.  You alone, O Lord, are holy.  Come and fill our hearts with your peace. Alleluia!
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